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SIENESE TAVOLETTE.

JISITORS to Italy are so fond of bring-
ing home with them some object of
art as a memento of their holiday,

i that the not infrequent substitution of
forgeries for genuine works may pos-

sibly be regarded by the vendors as part of a
national scheme of self-defence. A few years ago
among the commonest subjects of forgery were the
painted wooden covers of the municipal account-
books of Siena. So many purchases of these were
made by English tourists, and so many of the
purchases were brought to the British Museum for
verification, that the nature of the contents of thin
brown-paper parcels of a certain shape was some-
times successfully guessed before the string was
untied. The 'tavolette,' as they are called, were
thus not the least among the attractions which
Siena offered me during a recent short stay there.
After inspecting them for myself in the gallery ot
the Palazzo Piccolomini, in which they are pre-
served, I found that they had been made the
subject of a sumptuous monograph * by the Director

1 • Le tavolettc dipintc di Biccherna e di Gabella del R. Archivio
di Stato in Siena. Con illustrazione storica del Direttore dell'
Archivio Cav. Alessandro Lisini. Siena, Stab. Foto-Litografico.
Sordi-Muti. IQOI. (The imprint deserves note, as one of the
worthiest of Siena's worthies, Tommaso Pendola, was an early
worker for the deaf-mutes, and direfted for many years the institute
of which the (stabilimento foto-litografico' is an offshoot)
7' IX. H
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98 SIENESE TAVOLETTE.

of the Archivio Civile, the information in which is
so full as to leave no room for any further research.
Short notices of the ' tavolette' have also appeared
in several French, German, and Italian magazines.
In England, on the other hand, little or no study
has been made of them, which perhaps may account
for the ready sale which the forgeries seem to have
found among English visitors. Thus it seems
worth while to put together a few notes on the
subject, despite the little room left for any original
treatment of it.

In the middle of the thirteenth century, when
these painted bindings begin, Siena sought financial
safety by changing the controllers of its treasury
every half-year, and requiring them to submit their
accounts to a double audit. The treasury, or
' Biccherna' as it was called, a word of unknown
origin, was governed by a Chamberlain (• Camer-
lingo') and four Supervisors (* Proweditori').
Their books of accounts were liable to be inspected
at any moment by three commissioners (* terziari'),
and after the six-months' term of office they had to
be submitted for formal audit within thirty days to
three other good, sufficient,and lawful men ('altri tre
uomini, buoni, sufficenti e legali'). The accounts
seem to have been kept in duplicate, one book
being in Latin and the other in Italian, and to
compensate the officials for their trouble and for
the perils of the double audit, they seem to have
been allowed to spend ten soldi on having a com-
memorative picture painted on the upper cover as
a record of their term of office. Ten soldi, how-
ever, was the maximum, and the price was subse-
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SIENESE TAVOLETTE. 99

quently lowered to eight, and then to seven. The
volume commemorating the Chamberlain mostly
shows a picture of that official, seated at a table,
with money, or a money-bag, in front of him.
The figure of the Chamberlain himself, though
probably no very careful portrait, partook so far of
that character as to show that he was mostly, if
not always, a member of a religious order. In the
case of the Provveditori, four portraits would have
been too great a strain on the artist's imagination,
and he was therefore permitted to substitute four
shields bearing their arms. On the earlier * tavo-
lette ' of both series the picture was mostly followed
by an inscription, which may either record the
names of the officials, or enable them to be ascer-
tained from the mention of the Podesta under whom
they held office. Thus the earliest' tavoletta' now
in the Archivio shows a Cistercian monk, Frate
Ugo, of the abbey of S. Galgano, Chamberlain of
the Republic of Siena, seated at a table holding a
book, on the pages of which can be read the date,
41.A.D.' (in anno domini) * MCCLVIII mese iulii.'
while above and beside the picture is the inscription,
in white letters on a red ground (contractions ex-
panded) : * Liber Camerarii tempore domini Boni-
fatii domini Castellani de Bononia senerisis potestatis
in ultimis sex mensibus sui regiminis.

The second1 * tavoletta' in the series commemo-
rates the first four Provveditori of 1263, and bears
their coats of arms with the inscription: ' Hie est
liber dominorum Bartalomei Orlandi Istielli iudicis,
domini Ghinibaldi Ildibrandini Salvani, Bartalomei

1 This is not an original, but a copy.
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Bencivenni Mancini, domini Nichole Roczi, quatuor
Provisorum Communis Senarum tempore domini
Inghirami de Gorzano, Dei et Regia gratia Senarum
Potestatis, in primis sex mensibus sui regiminis.'

Besides the two covers painted each half-year
for the Chamberlain and Proweditori, another
commemorated the term of office of the * Esecutori
di Gabella' (Commissioners of Customs), and the
tenth cover of the series exhibited, that of the
Gabella for 1290, is still attached to portions of
the original book to which it belonged, while the
archives record the fa<5t that seven sols were paid to
the painter Massarucio for painting it.

As time went on, a more ambitious style of
decoration was adopted. Thus when the first com-
missioner was a monk of the abbey of S. Galgano,
a picture of the saint appears on the cover. On
the cover of an early Gabella-book we find an
imitation of part of the famous fresco, an allegory
of Good Government, painted by Lorenzetti in the
town-hall. A few ' tavolette' were themselves the
work of well-known painters, such as Sano di
Pietro, though even these have no great artistic
merit.

Whereas in the thirteenth century three ' tavo-
lette' had been painted each half-year, in the
fourteenth only two were executed, the Italian copy
of the Biccherna accounts being bound in parch-
ment, while the Latin copy was permitted to retain
its antique covers. By 1445 the accounts of Siena
were becoming too complicated to be recorded in
volumes of the traditional size. Larger account-
books were needed, and the commemorative painting
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SIENESE TAVOLETTh,. 101

was no longer attached to them. For a time
frescoes were used, but as these threatened to take
up too much room, small separate paintings were
substituted. Of the ninety-two ' tavolette' illus-
trated in Signor Lisini's monograph, sixty-one
belong to this .later period, and only thirty-one to
to the years 1258-1445, out of a total of eight or
nine hundred which must have been produced
during that period, on the supposition that there
were no breaks in the series. At the beginning of
the eighteenth century the number preserved in
the Office of the Chamberlain of the Biccherna
must have been nearly treble as many, for in 1724
the Abate Galgano Bichi compiled an heraldic index
to them, still preserved in the Archivio,1 and in
this references are given to no fewer than fifty-
eight examples not in the exhibition. A highly
misleading sentence in Baedeker's Guide to Central
Italy, where the 'tavolette' are briefly mentioned,
accounts for these disappearances by regretting
that ' the collection has unfortunately been much
reduced by sales to foreigners.' In so far as recent
years are concerned it would be more accurate to
say that ' the collection has been fortunately
increased by repurchases and donations.' The
depredations seem to have taken place at a much
earlier period. The Archives of Siena are lodged
in the Palazzo Piccolomini, and at the end of the
seventeenth century a member of the Piccolomini

1 ' Copia dell' armi gcntilizie e dell' iscrizioni che son espresse
nelle Tavolette che gia servirono per coperte dc' libri del Magis-
trate dclla Magnifica Biccherna di Siena et ora trovansi staccate da
medesimi.'
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102 SIENESE TAVOLETTE.

family removed fourteen of the ' tavolette,' which
commemorated the financial services of his ancestors,
to the papal palace at Pienza, whence they were
subsequently returned. The chief profiter by the
depredations was a painter of Cologne named
Ramboux, who formed a collection of these ' tavo-
lette,' and subsequently sold them, or permitted
them to be sold after his death. That he was a
bad man may be suspected from the fact that a
cover which belonged to 1262, was ascribed in the
catalogue to the humorously early date 1053;
while a painting, of which the archives record that
it was painted for eight sols by Dietisalve di Speme,
is assigned to Duccio di Buoninsegna, the most
famous of the primitive Sienese masters.

The sentence in Baedeker is regrettable for
another reason than the slur which it might be
understood to pass on the present management of
the Archivio, for its mention of' sales to foreigners'
suggests possibilities of purchase which may account
for the supply of forgeries to which I have already
alluded. I can place the date at which I first saw
one of these at about 1895, because I was then
editing ' Bibliographica,' and very nearly committed
myself to giving an illustration of it in that periodi-
cal, under the impression that to the many other
charms which it undoubtedly possessed it added
that of antiquity—which was far from being the
case. Fortunately for me the forgery was still
unsold in the hands of a dealer, and a not unreason-
able objection to advertising anything in this con-
dition stood me instead of erudition. During the
next eight or nine years I saw several others, but it
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is some time now since a new example has been
shown to me, so that I presume that the stock is
exhausted. The workmen employed in producing
it must have been men of considerable skill and
taste, and, at least in some cases, the prices asked for
the bindings were no more than they were worth—
as new work. To anyone who knew the originals
their beauty indeed was their chief condemnation,
for every inch of them was painted in gold and
colours, and the central figure, usually that of a
saint, was far more freely handled than is common
in early Sienese pictures, and quite unlike the stiff
figures on the ' tavolette.' Moreover the forgers,
if my memory serves me, never ventured on names
or inscriptions, and I should be greatly surprised if
they troubled themselves to suit the arms on the
binding to the office-holders of any particular year.
In some cases, moreover, both covers were richly
decorated, whereas in the genuine • tavolette' only
the upper cover was painted. As I have said, the
supply of these handsome impostures seems to have
stopped. I saw none in shop-windows at Siena
during my recent visit. But if any collector should
chance to be offered the painted cover of a Sienese
account-book, he will be well advised to consult
Signor Lisini's monograph before making a purchase.

ALFRED W. POLLARD.
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